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Abstract
Differentiation is the instructional practice founded on the belief that every student deserves to
receive the instruction that they need on an individual basis. When successfully implemented, it
can positively influence student engagement, academic achievement, and classroom
management. While each of these components of a classroom space are interconnected and
interdependent, the positive influence of differentiation can be seen throughout. This may look
like a higher percentage of student engagement in instruction, higher academic achievement, and
more positive, collaborative classroom communities. However, there are definite barriers to a
successful, effective implementation of differentiation in an individual classroom or within larger
spaces. The barriers include lack of adequate planning and collaboration between educators, lack
of substantial resources and negative educator attitudes and perspectives of differentiation. A
professional development session is included with first through fifth grade educators in mind,
providing appropriate tools for educators to implement differentiation in their classroom spaces.
These tools may be used in all classroom spaces, providing educators with tools and ideas that
could be implemented immediately in their classrooms.
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CHAPTER I: INTRODUCTION
Differentiation
As students' needs increase and diversify classroom responsibilities, teachers find
themselves in a place where they are required to adjust academic lessons and activities to the
needs presented in their classrooms. As was stated by Causton-Theoharris and Theoharris
(2008), “we cannot be satisfied with schools that work for only some" (Causton-Theoharris &
Theoharris, p. 31). It is crucial to take a deep look into the population of students the schools are
serving and who might be left behind or stunted from further academic growth. When this
information has been gathered, it may become clear that students are not receiving the education
that they need - whether that includes content that is too challenging or too simplistic, or an
unfair way to show their acquisition of knowledge. Recognizing the variety of needs in a
classroom can feel daunting to an educator, realizing that their group of students requires
individual attention in a context where that is not always possible.
Historical Context
Differentiation is the key to a successful, efficient, and sustainable classroom
instructional model that serves all students in a way that is powerfully influential on students’
academic careers. Differentiation has a variety of facets and theories; however there are two
approaches that will be explored for this project. First, differentiation can be accomplished
through five dimensions of differentiation: content, instructional strategies, classroom
environment, products, and the teacher (Reis & Renzulli, 2018). Education has shifted over the
last 70 years through a variety of models, changing with the present realizations among
stakeholders. In the 1960s and 1970s, it was thought that students with and without disabilities
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should be offered separate experiences (Lupart et al., 2005). In the 1990s, a more inclusive
environment was sought after, often overwhelming teachers and potentially ‘watering down’ the
curriculum for some of the more advanced students (Lupart et al., 2005). This model was
followed until the No Child Left Behind Act in 2001, which put into law that teachers are
required to ensure that all students make adequate yearly progress and that all academic
standards are taught with fidelity (Powers, 2008). This leaves teachers in a difficult position,
needing to teach to each individual student’s needs while ensuring that all students are engaged
and appropriately challenged. This is where academic differentiation comes into play, giving
teachers a structure for how to meet each student’s needs. It is important to note that more
effective differentiation occurs when effective school leadership is present (Pallon Byars, 2011).
Second, another perspective of differentiation comes from Carol Ann Tomlinson (2012)
who states that there are four major categories for differentiation: content, process, product, and
learning environment (Altintas, 2015; Santangelo & Tomlinson, 2012). These categories provide
a foundation for educators to plan for the different needs within their classroom. The content
refers to the objectives that are being taught; the process is how the students are going to learn
the content; the product is how they will show their learning; and the learning environment
pertains to the overall classroom environment that students are a part of (Altintas, 2015;
Santangelo & Tomlinson, 2012). According to Tomlinson (2005) “differentiation simply
suggests that teachers have clear learning goals that are rich in meaning and provide various
avenues and support systems to maximize that chance of each student succeeding with those rich
and important goals” (Tomlinson, 2005, p. 3). However, it is not a one-size-fits-all solution for
the variety of academic needs within a classroom; differentiation requires teachers to wholly
understand student knowledge and motivation, as well as learning preferences (Schinitzler et al.,
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2020). With these categories in mind, teachers can further plan for the academic progress of their
students, constructing their classrooms in a way that enables students to be engaged in their
learning.
Characteristics of a differentiated classroom include the teacher taking on a facilitation
role, including more qualitative assessments, understanding that multiple approaches to learning
will be required, and ensuring the environment is student-centered, blended and organic
(Berbaum, 2009). It is important to note that differentiation does not imply that some students
will have more or less work than others depending on their academic abilities (Berbaum, 2009).
Instead, differentiation focuses on students' needs before the curriculum (Berbaum, 2009). The
instruction is built upon an understanding of students: their prior knowledge, abilities, and
learning preferences (Berbaum, 2009). Within differentiated instruction, the classroom may
fluidly shift between individual, small group, and whole group instruction (Berbaum, 2009).
A few additional pieces that are helpful in incorporating differentiation are the use of
student voice and choice, the use of independent study, and connections to real-world
experiences (Powers, 2008). Student voice and choice puts students in the driver’s seat of their
learning, which some believe will also boost student engagement in the classroom (Beecher &
Sweeny, 2008; Powers, 2008). Another technique of differentiation is to incorporate independent
study in order to offer students input into their own learning while ensuring adequate academic
challenge (Powers, 2008). Lastly, incorporating real-world experiences provides students with
authentic learning experiences (Powers, 2008). The notion of differentiation may seem
overwhelming to an educator, especially when placed on top of the tower of responsibilities
already incurred. However, differentiation can positively impact student engagement, academic
achievement, and classroom management. The core belief of differentiation is such: “Inclusive
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schools are places where students, regardless of ability, race, language, and income, are integral
members of classrooms, feel a connection to their peers, have access to rigorous and meaningful
general education curricula and receive collaborative support to succeed” (Causton-Theoharris &
Theoharris, 2012, p. 25).
Definition of Terms
When discussing differentiation, common definitions of terms need to be established. The
terms included are inclusion, differentiation, engagement, achievement, management, teacher
and educator. These terms will be used throughout the research, literature review and application.
Differentiation is an instructional model that ensures that all students are receiving the
appropriate level of challenging instruction in order to make adequate academic progress. This
might look like varying the content a student receives instruction in, the process in which they
learn the content or even the way that they show their understanding of the content.
Differentiation relies on a foundation of inclusion within a classroom space.
Inclusion pertains to the community of people in a given space and their access to fair
participating in the space. It is “valuing of diversity within the human community that is built on
the belief that all students should be valued for their unique abilities and included as essential
members of a school community. Inclusion is not a place; it is a way of thinking"
(Causton-Theoharris & Theoharris, 2012, p. 25). In today’s educational environment, inclusion is
an assumption instead of a possibility.
Engagement is a measure of cognitive instruction with learning content that can be
measured in a variety of ways. This may be measured by the number of students raising their
hand to add to a classroom discussion, the number of students discussing a given topic
successfully, or student excitement around a given activity. Student engagement may vary from
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classroom to classroom and teacher to teacher.
Achievement is the academic progress through standard content as measured by
standardized tests, formative and summative assessments. Assessment may also vary from
classroom to classroom, depending on the content area or context of the learning.
Classroom management pertains to the teachers actions that “contribute to achieving an
optimal teaching and learning environment” (Woodcock & Reupert, p. 655). This is a broad term
that encompasses the rules, routines and procedures put in place in a classroom to ensure that all
students have the opportunity to learn in a safe, comfortable environment. While educators wear
many hats of responsibility, they will be referred to as teachers and educators synonymously
throughout this work.
Research Question
When researching differentiation and its influence on classroom spaces, three main areas
presented themselves: student engagement, academic achievement and classroom management.
While these areas of a classroom space are interdependent, there was knowledge and research
geared toward each of the areas. While researching, the barriers to differentiation became
prevalent in the majority of the studies presented. For this reason, the barriers towards
differentiation need to be included as well. Therefore, the research question for this project is:
What is the influence of differentiation on student engagement, academic achievement, and
classroom management while combating the common barriers of implementation?
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CHAPTER II: LITERATURE REVIEW
This literature review was completed with the assistance of the Bethel University Library
resources as well as online resources including the search engine ERIC. Studies were researched
between the years of 1999-2020 in various schools around the world, including The United
States, Canada, and Australia. Research was conducted during the summer and fall of 2022 for
the purpose of a master's thesis with an application project. Research keywords included:
differentiation, students, engagement, elementary, intermediate, academic achievement,
classroom management, behavior management, and Tomlinson. Upon researching these topics,
the most applicable and appropriate studies were chosen to include below. Research was
compiled into four categories: differentiation and student engagement, differentiation and
academic achievement, differentiation and classroom management, and barriers to
differentiation. Each category contains a variety of studies from around the world that build
connections between differentiation and different aspects of education, specifically within the
classrooms.
Differentiation and Student Engagement
Educators are responsible for ensuring that all students make adequate academic progress
and that requires active student engagement. While the world is becoming increasingly digitized
and information is literally at the fingertips, it can be difficult to keep up with the constantly
moving times and continue engaging students. Through recent research, differentiated instruction
has been proven to increase student motivation and engagement, thus improving positive
attitudes toward learning for students of varying abilities (Altintas & Ozdemir, 2015; Powers,
2008).
In a mixed-method (qualitative and quantitative) study completed by Altintas and
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Ozdemir (2015), researchers used a mathematics achievement test, the multiple intelligences
inventory, and a qualitative teacher survey to come to the conclusion that differentiation had
positive effects on students in the area of student achievement. This study looked at 68 gifted and
144 non-gifted students in five different math courses, ranging from fifth through seventh grade
in three different districts in Istanbul. Altintas and Ozdemir (2015) found that incorporating
project-based learning through differentiation in mathematics classrooms increased student
engagement as measured by teacher observations. Researchers also found that it provided more
effective lessons, improved academic and social skills, provided opportunities to better
understand students, and gave a better understanding of the importance of project studies
(Altintas & Ozdemir, 2015). The instruction was centered around the subject-based
differentiation approach for teaching mathematics to gifted students, which is a curriculum based
on a differentiation approach (Altintas & Ozdemir, 2015). The quantitative results showed that
both gifted and non-gifted students showed an increase in academic achievement.
Another supporter of this research came from an independent study project in a Virginia
high school, centered around a historic issue and a possible solution, where both students and
teachers were pleased with the results of positive student engagement and learning (Powers,
2008). In this study, 20 students from five different class periods who showed high academic
ability were chosen to participate in this project that would take place over the course of eight
weeks (Powers, 2008). During those eight weeks, students would have two to three class periods
a week solely dedicated to this project, excusing them from the mainstream coursework. It is
unclear if students were academically excused from those projects or were required to make up
the remaining assignments. Through periodic qualitative assessments taken before, during, and
after the study, students verbalized their thoughts associated with the project. Powers found that
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students overwhelmingly supported the idea of choice, independent study, and real-world tasks in
correlation to their learning. The teacher also reported excitement around fostering critical
thinking skills, providing personal student choice, and allowing students to have a voice in their
learning. In the reflection of the study, Powers found that students were engaged when given
class time to work on the project and showed disappointment when it was not a project work day.
Powers (2008) showed that differentiation has the potential to boost student engagement and
increase motivation for students in the classroom.
Schnitzler et al. (2020) completed a study that looked at the different forms of
engagement and their tie to academic achievement in a metropolitan region in southern Germany.
The study looked at 397 students in 20 eighth grade classrooms between two teachers who
averaged 11 years of teaching experience. Schnitzler et al. (2020) used student questionnaires to
address student self-concept and then also used videotaped lessons to analyze student
engagement through hand raising. Through these questionnaires and filmed lessons, the number
of hand-raisings by a student were analyzed to find the connection between the action and
cognitive and emotional engagement in a variety of engagement patterns (Schnitzler et al., 2020).
Through their research, they found that "the unveiling of inconsistent engagement patterns
exemplifies the power of person-centered analyses and illustrates the complexity of the
engagement dimensions' interdependency and the need for a detailed differentiation of student
engagement" (Schnitzler et al., 2020, p. 630). This finding was supported by the reality that
teachers must first assess student characteristics such as knowledge and motivation, so that there
is a more holistic understanding of student self-concept and the role that it plays in student
engagement (Schnitzler et al., 2020).
Research has shown that student engagement can be tied back to educator experience and
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expertise. Through a quantitative study by Braggs (2012), 50 intermediate elementary educators
in an undisclosed geographic location were given a survey to examine the efficacy of
professional development received in differentiated instruction and the influence that had on
their differentiated instruction. It has become known that the heterogeneity of classrooms has
changed the current structure and approach to learning as teachers are tasked with meeting “the
needs of special education inclusion, gifted learning, culturally, linguistically and academically
diverse learners” (Braggs, 2012, p. 4). This study focused on the educators’ responsiveness to
student variances, interest, and learning profiles to improve students' achievement. Braggs found
that teachers with more experience and positive professional development around differentiated
instruction were more likely to incorporate that into their classrooms. From the survey, there
were two findings: first, matching tasks to a student’s level of development improves learning,
and second, there is a relationship between student achievement and a teacher's ability to
diagnose students current abilities and set reasonable goals for the future (Braggs, 2012).
Williams (2017) researched how a single charter school uses differentiation to promote
student engagement among students with learning disabilities. Through a principal referral
process, 18 teachers in grades kindergarten through eighth grade were interviewed, inquiring
about differentiation strategies that are used in their classrooms. Of the 18 teachers interviewed,
five teachers agreed to a classroom observation as well. These teachers taught kindergarten,
fourth, fifth, seventh, and eighth grade. These interviews were semi-structured, transcribed, and
analyzed to find common themes, looking specifically at differentiation and student engagement.
When reflecting on tools for student engagement, 78% of the interviewed teachers shared that
differentiation is the most effective strategy for engagement (Williams, 2017). Differentiation
was followed by small groups/partners with 67%, offering student choice with 67%, using
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technology with 67%, and tracking student progress with 50%. Williams (2017) bridged the
connection between differentiation that leads to student engagement, which is connected to
academic achievement for students: “in order for students to achieve, the students must be
engaged in what is being taught” (p. 8).
In a multiple case study approach to differentiation, Berbaum (2009) interviewed and
studied five general education classrooms with teachers implementing differentiated instruction
and how it integrates with the multiple intelligence theory. All five classrooms are from a rural
school in northern Pennsylvania that has 860 students, and more than 50% of the students
identify as Hispanic (Berbaum, 2009). When this particular school did not meet the state
requirements for proficiency performance in the standardized mathematics test, the school was
placed on a corrective action plan. In the planning for this corrective action, differentiated
instruction was added to the core classes: Reading, Math, Social Studies, Science, and English
(Berbaum, 2009). The five core classes in eighth grade that participated in the study included 23
students who qualify for Special Education services with the primary diagnosis of Specific
Learning Disability (Berbaum, 2009). Through interviews, observations, archival records, and
documents in a five-month span of time, Berbaum came to the conclusion that an educator’s
interpersonal skills affected their willingness to execute differentiated instruction. As it pertains
to student engagement, Berbaum (2009) found that student engagement is defined as attending to
the instructional activities in class and could be facilitated by individual participation or general
participation in the class environment.
In a small rural middle school, Autumn Hudson, a Special Education Teacher, took on the
task of differentiating her instruction and classroom environment for her seventh-grade literacy
students (Hudson, 2018). In her academic enrichment class were ten students, all diagnosed with
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a specific learning disability or other health disability. Hudson (2018) used a parallel, mixed
method design action research project that incorporated classroom observations, student
interviews, assessments, and student conversations to track the correlation between
differentiation and student engagement that led to academic achievement. Data was collected
through Measurement Adequate Progress (MAP) tests that were administered at the beginning
and end of the school year, along with Fountas and Pinnell’s guided reading assessments and
levels.
During classroom observations in an inclusive mainstream classroom, engagement
looked like students’ eyes on the text, questioning throughout the class, and participating in
classroom discussions. Lack of engagement was tracked and counted when students' books were
closed, students were on the wrong page of the text, students were talking to peers, students were
not participating in the classroom discussions, and/or playing with other objects. Observations
were completed and tracked before and during the intervention period. In Hudson’s academic
enrichment course, the ten students were in the same classroom, a Special Education pull-out
classroom. This class was in addition to the literacy mainstream inclusion classroom. In the
academic enrichment classroom, Hudson focused on providing differentiated options for
independent work time, student seating, and self-selected reading materials.
During independent work time, students had a choice in which activities they would like
to complete, with specific assignments being due within an appropriate time frame. Students
were also given a variety of seating options in the classroom, including wobble seats and comfy
chairs among others. During small group instruction, students were self-selecting the
instructional books instead of a teacher-selected, reading level appropriate text. This meant that
students were reading with peers that were not at the same guided reading level as themselves
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but instead were interested in the book they were reading. During the pre-study observation,
Hudson (2018) observed 45 instances of disengagement from her ten students within thirty
minutes of class. At the first observation mid-study, the number of disengagement instances
dropped by 16 instances. At the second observation mid-study, the number of disengagement
instances dropped by an additional 17 instances. At the third observation mid-study, the number
of disengagement instances dropped an additional five times. At the end of the study, only four
instances of disengagement were observed in the 30 minute period. Hudson (2018) showed that
differentiation with student choice and interest benefits student engagement in a seventh-grade
classroom. Additionally students’ academic achievement improved as well. Using the MAP
scores, the ten students grew a combined total of 98 points, which is .0 to 2 grade levels of
growth for eight of the ten students. As for the Fountas and Pinnell assessments, all ten students
made progress. Hudson (2018) connected differentiation to student engagement and also found it
to benefit academic achievement.
These studies revealed the need for differentiation to address the importance of student
engagement and also begin to build the connection between differentiation, engagement, and
academic achievement. While academic achievement may vary from classroom to classroom, the
overall measure of academic achievement is important information for a school district or state.
This area can be focused on through the perspective of differentiation and the influence it has on
academic achievement.
Differentiation and Academic Achievement
Academic achievement can be defined as making adequate yearly progress by using the
state-issued state standards for the core subject areas in a given grade level. This can be
measured with formative assessments, summative assessments, and standardized tests.
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With the No Child Left Behind Act in 2001, educators were urged to follow a
standards-based structure to ensure that all the standards are being taught (Powers, 2008).
Powers focused on what this means for gifted and talented students and how differentiation can
be used to engage and challenge students. Throughout their research, they found that three
components are necessary for a positive differentiation program: opportunity for choice, an
analysis of a relevant contemporary issue with more depth, and to be challenged beyond regular
coursework (Powers, 2008). The study showed that students’ acquired additional information,
gave them a broader world view, and provided awareness of an issue within a historical setting
(Powers, 2008). These students had an opportunity to learn beyond the required coursework and
engage in a differentiated project that supported their academic achievement.
Differentiation can have an influence over academic achievement for all students, not
only students who are labeled as gifted and talented students. Altintas and Ozdemir (2015)
reported that when differentiated instruction occurred, there were higher levels of activity,
effectiveness, and academic skills and their study focused on both gifted and non-gifted students.
This study supported the findings that differentiation has the potential to influence all of the
students in the classroom. This finding could be taken another step further when looking at
Central Elementary School in the West Hartford Public Schools system. This elementary school
recognized that they had a significant academic achievement gap among different student groups
in their elementary school and committed to an eight-year plan to diminish the gap (Beecher &
Sweeny, 2008).This plan required all stakeholders to be a part of the process: teachers,
administrators, parents, and students. Over the course of eight years, teachers participated in
professional development around differentiation, staff meetings, and parent-input meetings in
order to broadly implement gifted and talented instructional strategies for all students and to
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immerse students in global cultures through a social-studies based curriculum (Beecher &
Sweeny, 2008). Educators used multiple tools, including a differentiation lesson plan matrix and
an enrichment triad model to ensure effective academic differentiation for all students. The
changes could be seen during the traditional school day, in all classrooms, and also through an
original afterschool program called “Enrichment Clusters” that offered an enriched learning
environment for students. These after-school programs were created around student interests and
academic needs and would take place over three separate eight-week sessions. These courses
were designed to actively engage students in their interests while also supporting their academic
growth. On average, 200 students participated in these courses during each of the three sessions,
which is evidence towards the effectiveness and excitement around these after school courses.
Through the hard work of Central Elementary School, an analysis of the state tests between 1997
and 2004 showed improvement in all subject areas and in all levels of proficiency. All groups of
students made progress in reading, writing, and math state assessments, and the achievement
gaps reduced from 62% to 10%. Another data point to further support the findings is the number
of students who qualified for free and reduced lunch and were enrolled in remedial services went
from 28% to 4% (Beecher & Sweeny, 2008). Central Elementary School in West Hartford Public
Schools showed the power of differentiation and academic achievement for all students.
The widespread influence of differentiation on academic achievement can be supported
by a study completed by Causton-Theoharris and Theoharris (2008). At Falk Elementary in
Madison, Wisconsin, Theoharris, the principal of the 500-student school showed that academic
achievement gaps were ever present in their student population (Causton-Theoharris &
Theoharris, 2008). In order to better understand the areas for improvement, the academic
achievement was investigated for all students following policies, procedures, curricula, and
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instruction before implementing an inclusion model for all academic instruction. With the
implementation of differentiated instruction through an inclusion model, there were no longer
Special Education resource rooms, Special Education self-contained classrooms, or students
being sent to another school to receive appropriate instruction. Over a three year period of
implementation, the percentage of students participating in taking the state reading test rose from
78% to 98% (Causton-Theoharris & Theoharris, 2008). Not only did the number of students
participating in the standardized test rise, but also the percentage of proficient students rose from
50% to 86%, which includes all students, including those with special needs and English
language learners. When the data was further analyzed, all racial subgroups saw improvements
on the standardized Reading test: African American students rose from 33% to 78% proficient,
Asian students from 47% to 100%, Hispanic students from 18% to 100% proficient, Special
Education students from 13% to 60% proficient, English Language Learners from 17% to 100%
proficient, and students participating in the free and reduced lunch program rose from 40% to
78% proficient (Causton-Theoharris & Theoharris, 2008). The implementation of differentiated
instruction in an inclusion model proved to be effective in the aspect of academic achievement
for the students at Falk Elementary School when measured by the standardized reading test.
When North Topsail Elementary School, a Title 1 school in Pender County North
Carolina learned that their students were only 79% academically proficient on the state-required
assessments, the administration knew something needed to change (Lewis & Batts, 2005). The
year was 1998 and administrators learned that the majority of teachers only used whole group
instruction that catered to the average students’ needs. Through differentiated instruction,
teachers adjusted their content, process and products in the classrooms. For example, when a
fifth grade teacher was teaching about the theme of a story, students were given
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appropriately-leveled texts to practice and master the skill. Other examples of differentiated
instruction included flexible grouping, learning centers, adjusting academic discourse, thematic
units, tiered assignments, compacting curriculum, independent study assignments, and
independent contracts between the teacher and student. The implementation of differentiation
was not mandated among the educators, instead the administration intentionally set-up learning
opportunities around differentiated instruction including professional development sessions, paid
summer experiences and teacher-selected learning opportunities. Through these experiences,
teachers began implementing what they were learning, leading to a school-wide acceptance of
differentiated instruction. Teachers recognized the importance of rich, informative assessments
that drive the instruction, marking what is still needed to teach and what has already been
mastered by students. After five years of implementing differentiated instruction in the school,
94.8% of students were proficient on the state-required assessments (Lewis & Batts, 2005).
Differentiation and Classroom Management
One of the main components of differentiated instruction pertains to the students' learning
environment (Altintas & Ozdemir, 2015; Santangelo & Tomlinson, 2012). This pertains to how
the classroom feels for students and their comfort with being a part of the space. When students
are comfortable in a learning environment, they are more likely to take academic risks that could
end in academic achievement. The incorporation of this facet of differentiation directly related to
the overall classroom management for the teacher and their students. Through an aforementioned
mixed method study, researchers Altintas and Ozdemir used a variety of assessments with the
conclusion that differentiation had positive effects for students in academic achievement.
However, Altintas & Ozdemir (2015) also found that their differentiation research gave light to
students acquiring positive, cooperative, and group work skills that encouraged social interaction
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among students. With these findings, differentiation can positively influence a learning
environment, which can then build a foundation for positive classroom management.
In a qualitative research study carried out in a Spanish-speaking context, interviews,
classroom inventories, scientific observations, and document analysis were used to explore how
primary school teachers implement inclusive practices in their classrooms (Sananhuja et al.,
2020). Over a three-year period, three phrases were completed to adequately analyze the primary
school teachers’ practice of inclusive environments. Content, process, and product were the main
focus of differentiation and inclusivity. However the democratic classroom management was an
additional piece. The facets of democratic classroom management included collaborative culture,
shared leadership, democratic participation, and a school linked to environments. Sananhuja et
al. (2020) found that within inclusive classrooms, it is vital to develop a classroom community
where all parties feel a sense of belonging. With this sense of belonging, students become more
confident in their abilities within the classroom. However, this classroom environment does not
always happen organically; it may take teacher expertise to be carried out successfully.
Teacher education programs may look different around the world; however, all teachers
need to decide how they will manage student behaviors within their classrooms. Woodcock and
Reupert (2017) explored three teacher education universities from Australia, Canada, and the
United Kingdom. There were a total of 493 pre-service teachers included in the study: 140
Australian pre-service teachers, 179 Canadian pre-service teachers, and 174 British pre-service
teachers (Woodcock & Reupert, 2017). All participants had completed the general undergraduate
degree course, which takes three years, before participating in the year-long teacher training
course. Pre-service teachers were preparing to teach grades Kindergarten through Year 6,
students would be aged 5 to 12. The pre-service teachers self-reported their practice, confidence,

24

and level of success with classroom management. It is important to note that comparisons were
made between countries while taking into account the cultural differences, specifically the
differences between individualistic and collectivist cultures. Data was collected through the
Survey of Behaviour Management Practices (SOBMP), which was developed to assess the
frequency, confidence, and success of various classroom management strategies. Pre-service
teachers rated themselves on the SOBMP by using the Likert scale and five subscale variables
were found: preventative strategies, initial corrective strategies, later corrective strategies,
rewards, and differentiation strategies.
Through the study, researchers found that with the frequency of the use of strategies there
were differences between Australian and Canadian pre-service teachers, differences between
Australian and British pre-service teachers, but not between Canadian and British pre-service
teachers (Woodcock & Reupert, 2017). Overall, all three cohorts found that prevention-based
strategies were the most successful, which has been supported by research literature as the most
effective strategy for promoting positive student behavior. Woodcock and Reupert (2017) also
found that using rewards were the least successful, making it a less common strategy for positive
classroom management. While these strategies were widespread, it is also important to note that
building positive student-teacher relationships is an important component of classroom
management. For example, when students are actively engaged in their learning, showing that
the content is accessible to them, classroom management becomes less of an issue. Therefore,
supporting proactive versus reactive approaches to classroom behavior can improve student
behaviors and overarching classroom management (Woodcock & Reupert, 2017).
In a study of novice teachers and classroom management, Kolpek stated “effective
management prevents problems behavior from occurring, and thus, allows for more time to
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learn” (Kolpek, 2018, p. 57). Educators were tasked with instructing a room full of unique
students with a variety of needs and abilities. Ineffective classroom management may lead to a
loss of instructional time for a classroom of students. Teacher preparation programs that
emphasize classroom management strategies produce teachers who are further equipped to
handle the challenges of a diverse classroom. In this particular study, a subgroup of novice
teachers in Texas who were prepared through Educator Preparation Programs and received
ratings on the Texas Principal Survey were analyzed. All participants were required to hold a
bachelor's degree, pass two state exams, and be within their first three years of teaching (Kolpek,
2018). Elementary educators were chosen for this study due to the fact that they typically instruct
students before or during their identification process for diverse needs, as well as the higher
likelihood of disruptive behaviors being present in their classrooms due to the lack of student
self-regulation.
Data was collected through publicly available data in the Texas Principal Survey and will
focus on three aspects of the data: how principals rate their novice teachers, whether teacher
certification areas matter and if one teacher preparation program is better than another. All data
was taken from the principal survey during the 2016-2017 school year. The survey had a total of
40 items over seven different sections. Of the data pulled from the 9,457 educators, certifications
included Early childhood (EC)-6, EC-4, EC-12, and 4-8, showing a variety of teacher
certifications (Kolpek, 2018). 72 percent of the teachers were ranked as having ‘met standard’ in
the area of teacher preparation, and the remaining 28 percent were rated as ‘did not meet
standard’ in the area of teacher preparation. Novice teachers were ranked as the most prepared to
build a positive rapport with students and least prepared to differentiate instruction to meet the
diverse needs of students. One in five novice teachers was found to have insufficient preparation
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and skill in the area of discipline management in the classroom. When looking at teacher
certifications, Special Education educators outscored their general education peers in all areas,
which suggested that Special Education teachers are better prepared for the diverse needs of
students in the elementary classrooms. As for the variety of teacher preparation programs, the
principal survey showed that novice teachers who attended traditional universities outperformed
their alternative route peers, thus supporting the notion that traditional universities better prepare
their students for the education profession (Kolpek, 2018). While there are examples of high
performing novice teachers, there is also a need for consistent, effective professional
development around differentiated instruction.
Differentiation has connections to student engagement, academic achievement, and
classroom management. However, it does not always fall seamlessly together, creating an ideal
state of instruction for students and educators. There are themes of downfalls, barriers, and
frustrations when it comes to differentiation.
Barriers of Differentiation
As is the case in education, a strategy such as differentiation comes with barriers,
obstacles, and downfalls. Unfortunately, there is not a perfect solution for student engagement,
academic achievement, and classroom management. A few barriers to effective differentiation
include the lack of collaborative time between stakeholders and teacher attitudes towards
differentiation (Braggs, 2012; Lupart et al., 2005). When it comes to substantial time to
collaborate during a school day, Lupart et al. (2005), found that across multiple studies on
inclusive education, teachers felt the lack of time, training, and resources that are required to
effectively differentiate in a common classroom (Oswald, 2016; Pegram, 2019). Another barrier
to effective differentiation involves teacher attitudes towards differentiation and their
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effectiveness in the area of differentiation. Braggs (2012) found that if teachers have negative
attitudes toward professional development in differentiation, they are unlikely to implement it. A
lack of support from the administration may also lead to poor mainstreaming of differentiation,
leading to a flawed implementation (Causton-Theoharris & Theoharris, 2008).
Researcher Berbaum (2009) found the impact of these barriers in a case study approach
pertaining to differentiation implementation. In a study in northeastern Pennsylvania, Regional
Middle School received data that showed students on Individualized Education Plan (IEPs) were
not making the state-mandated proficiency performance levels on state standardized tests. The
school was composed of 860 students in sixth through eighth grades from five ethnic
backgrounds, including Hispanic, Caucasian, African-American, Arabic, and Asian. 78 percent
of the student population qualified for free or reduced lunch prices, and the student-to-teacher
ratio was 14:1. Regional Middle School employed 61 full and part-time teachers to educate the
student population. As previously stated, in the 2006-2007 standardized tests, students on IEPs
did not make the required percentage proficient performance level in Mathematics. This placed
Regional Middle school in a Corrective Action 1 status that requires schools to create a school
performance plan, and differentiated instruction was part of the improvement plan. An
instructional team was created with Reading, Math, Social Studies, Science, and English
educators who instructed heterogeneously grouped students (Berbaum, 2009). This instructional
team led the course of action in implementing differentiated instruction along with a Special
Educator, a school principal, a district Special Education services administrator, and a school
psychologist. This team was tasked with implementing differentiated instruction, specifically
with an integration of multiple intelligence theories. Within the five eighth grade classrooms, 23
students qualified for Special Education services under a Specific Learning Disability category.
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Data was collected through interviews, direct observations, archival records, and other
documents between December 2008 and May 2009.
The interviews were 45 minutes long at the beginning and end of the study while
observations happened twice during the data collection periods, each lasting around 45 minutes.
The purpose of the observations included examining the utilization of differentiated instructional
practices within the general education setting for students with specific learning disabilities.
While the findings did not pertain to the academic achievement of the students, the findings did
reflect the challenges that the educators faced. The results showed that educator interpersonal
skills affected their willingness to attempt differentiated instruction and there was a lack of
adequate differentiation instructional training. This led to a lack of collaborative planning time, a
perceived lack of motivation in students, and teachers’ perceptions of the additional work that
differentiated instruction would take.
Throughout the study, Berbaum (2009) found that educators are likely to default to
experiences that mirror their own personal educational experiences as students, for example, an
overreliance on textbooks, traditional lectures, and an emphasis on large group instruction. In
reflecting on the implementation of differentiation at Regional Middle School, one of the glaring
challenges was the lack of professional development around differentiation. There were areas
identified that would be beneficial: academic activities that are based on curricular content and
engaging instructional practices, continuous assessments to evaluate student mastery,
interventions to address specific student needs, and intentional collaboration among teachers to
establish and share best instructional practices (Berbaum, 2009).
In a case study exploration of differentiation, Topley (2010) explored the perceptions of
administration, elementary, and middle school teachers regarding professional development
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implementation of differentiated instruction. This study focused on one midwest school district
in their implementation of differentiated instruction. Three teachers participated in the case study
through a survey, formal observation and semi-structured interview. In the findings, it became
evident that all teachers and administrators agreed that differentiated instruction promoted
student learning and agreed that district-wide professional development would be valuable and
appropriate. It was also noted that changes in education take time and must be supported
appropriately with valuable professional development and appropriate resources in order to be
successfully implemented (Topley, 2010).
In a qualitative case study, Beth Ann Oswald, a teacher-researcher, explored a group of
middle school educators’ level of understanding and implementation of differentiated instruction
and content literacy, along with the tools that are needed to implement and sustain these practices
in their classrooms (Oswald, 2016). The site for this study was in a suburban Wisconsin middle
school and initially focused on seven educators who taught full-time and taught core subjects at
the middle school level. Of the seven participants, there were five core subjects represented
(Oswald, 2016). The study began with semi-structured interviews in the educators’ classrooms
during non-instructional time and then all educators were brought together for a focus group
conversation that lasted around 60 minutes. The data collected came from the semi-structured
interviews, the focus groups and teacher-created lesson plans that were shared with Oswald. The
interviews and focus groups sought to gain teacher insight into their implementation of
differentiated instruction, their levels of preparedness for using differentiated instruction and
content literacy, along with the barriers that are present in the implementation of differentiated
instruction and content literacy. It became evident that differentiating for students’ levels of
interest and learning styles, the need for modifying and extending work, and clearly articulating
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learning objectives were common practices for differentiated instruction and content literacy. It
was also widely agreed upon that differentiated instruction benefits all learners within the
classroom, from those with special needs to those with gifts and talents. The level of
preparedness and confidence in differentiated instruction depends on the individual educators,
however it was agreed upon that there is a need for more time to plan and collaborate with
colleagues to ensure differentiated instruction is sustainable, along with more consistent and
applicable professional development around differentiated instruction (Oswald, 2016).
Differentiated instruction has a wide range of influences on the students served in
schools, including students with limited English proficiency. In an urban school in the southern
portion of the United States, Mary Pegram completed a qualitative case study focusing on the
implementation of differentiated instruction for English Language Learners (Pegram, 2019). In
this qualitative case study, eight teachers participated in interviews, open-ended surveys, and
shared lesson plans. Six of the teachers taught in grade one to three and the two remaining
teachers were English Language Learner (ELL) educators. The research questions focused on the
teachers’ perceptions of differentiated instruction and the professional development that was
available to them, specifically focused on the ELL students in their classrooms. The major
themes accumulated by Pegram showed that differentiated instruction is crucial for ELL students
and that there are a variety of strategies that can be implemented to attain differentiated
instruction. Strategies included, but were not limited to, small group instruction, flexible
grouping, learning stations with hands-on materials, technology, and computer programs. It was
also evident that educators need purposeful and relevant professional development to meet ELLs
academic needs (Pegram, 2019).
While differentiation has been presented as positively influencing student engagement,
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academic achievement and classroom management, it takes another level of understanding to
appropriately apply this knowledge to the classroom context. In a rural North Carolina county,
Campbell sought to find the discrepancy between reported use of differentiation and actual
observed differentiation (Campbell, 2017). Campbell simultaneously examined the
differentiation strategies in which elementary teachers are aware of, specifically in their
educational settings. In a mixed methods study, Campbell researched a rural school district that
included 25 schools serving approximately 13,179 students in Kindergarten through twelfth
grade. Information was collected through field observations in 12 classrooms, all run by certified
teachers qualifying as qualitative data. The field observations were unannounced and lasted
thirty minutes each. As the results were compiled, the observations were kept anonymous.
Quantitative data was collected through a questionnaire that consisted of open-ended questions
centered around differentiation in the elementary school setting. Campbell (2017) found that
teachers reported using differentiation at a higher rate than what was observed. Campbell (2017)
also found that differentiation happened in the content area and the process of learning at a much
higher rate than the learning environment, classroom management, and assessments. While
Campbell’s study is only a single study, it reveals a possible theme throughout education:
differentiation is reportedly used at a higher rate than it is actually implemented. This alone is
reason enough to provide a professional development opportunity for educators, giving necessary
tools and resources to effectively and sustainably implement differentiated instruction.
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CHAPTER III: APPLICATION
The information gathered from the literature review was used to create an
educator-specific professional development session that outlines the importance of differentiation
and how it can be manageably attained and sustained in a classroom. This presentation was
created with the author's current school in mind, including general education teachers, special
education teachers, intervention teachers, English as a Second Language (ESL) teachers, and
specialist teachers. The presentation outlines the core of differentiation, and its influence on three
aforementioned tenets of a classroom and then addresses the common barriers of differentiation,
as well as some practical tools to reflect on current differentiation practices. The hope is to have
an opportunity to share this presentation with individual Professional Learning Communities
(PLCs), the instructional leadership team, or the entire school community based on the
professional development needs of the staff for the current school year. The goal of this
application project is to lay a foundation of understanding around differentiation while giving
teachers practical tools that they could use in their classrooms the next day in order to meet the
needs of their students.
With the information acquired in the literature review, common themes were identified in
the relationships between differentiation and student engagement, differentiation and academic
achievement, and differentiation and classroom management. From these themes, information
was presented concisely and appropriately to provide an overview of the content and findings.
For example, a few specific studies were consolidated into a single slide, focusing on the
participants, the timeline of the study, and the findings. Pulling directly from the foundational
research around differentiation, four components were the main focus of the application: process,
product, content, and learning environment. These components served as the basis for the
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classroom application piece, as well as the tool that could be used by educators to apply their
knowledge to their own classrooms.
The professional development session was designed to be interactive, engaging and
applicable for all stakeholders. There are specific pieces for instructional teachers, as well as
administrators. The session is meant to expose educators to the influence of differentiation on a
variety of aspects of their classroom while also giving them practical, applicable strategies that
could be used in the classrooms the following day. It will be delivered in a traditional lecture
format with intentional instances of collegial discourse and reflection. The greater purpose is to
communicate the positive influence of differentiation on student engagement, academic
achievement, and classroom management. Simultaneously, the barriers to differentiation will be
communicated to both educators and administrators to validate some of the challenges that will
be faced when implementing differentiated instruction.
The professional development session is created with first, second, third, fourth, and fifth
grade educators in mind, including general education, special education, specialist, and
intervention teachers. It is assumed that the administration would be present for this session as
well, as there is a specific section dedicated to the barriers that administrators need to address
before and during the implementation of differentiated instruction in their schools. It is of utmost
importance to engage teachers in this learning as it will directly impact their students’
engagement, academic achievement, and learning environment (the teachers’ classroom
management).
When gathering the appropriate resources for this presentation, a few material items
would need to be collected: a projector, a computer, a screen, a large meeting space, and copies
of the differentiation tools. The people needed would include general, special, intervention, and
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specialist educators, along with appropriate administration and any other instructional educators.
The cost for this presentation would include the copies required to present, any necessary writing
utensils, and the rental of the space if needed.
This presentation would be sustainable as the learning around differentiation is an
ongoing process as it is impossible to master immediately and permanently. Each student is
unique and has ever-changing needs and abilities. Therefore, the learning around differentiation
is never fully completed or mastered. This ensures the sustainability of this presentation and
information, far outliving one singular event and presentation.
Differentiation in the classroom begins with a brief presenter introduction outlining
previous experiences and educational contexts. It then follows into a participant reflection using
images to identify personal feelings towards differentiation and their previous experiences
around the topic. It then leads to an overview of the session and the information that will be
shared. Before diving into the research, a global map will be presented that identifies the
geographic location of the studies shared. First, a foundational understanding of differentiation is
created by looking at the work by Tomlinson and the components of differentiation: content,
process, product, and learning environment. These components are the applicable aspects of a
classroom and what differentiation may look like.
Differentiation and student engagement begin with a point of reflection around how
student engagement is measured in a given classroom, specifically asking, “How do you
measure student engagement in your classroom?” After a moment of reflection and collegial
discourse, the presentation would shift to differentiation and student engagement. According to
Schnitzer et al. (2020), educators must first understand their students, what makes them unique
and how they might best learn and interact with classroom contexts and environments. This ties
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into Powers’ (2008) and Hudson’s (2018) work around unique student needs that are presented in
the classroom, whether that is with students who are labeled as gifted and talented or those who
are receiving special education services. Williams (2007) then dives further into a single charter
school’s use of differentiation and how it promoted student engagement for all learners. This
gives evidence of the powerful influence of differentiation. Finally, Berbaum (2009), addresses
the importance of the teachers' attitude towards differentiation and how it is foundational to the
efficacy of differentiated instruction. This research supported the influence of differentiation on
student engagement within a classroom context and was therefore included in this professional
development session.
Academic achievement and differentiation begin with a background of the No Child Left
Behind Act that was passed in 2001 and how it changed the inclusion expectations for educators
in the United States of America (Powers, 2008). This act required educators to ensure that all
academic standards are being taught and that all students are making adequate yearly academic
progress in their educational careers (Powers, 2008). It is also important to recognize that all of
our students are unique learners, and that affects their academic achievement if their unique
needs are not being met and challenged (Altintas & Ozdemir, 2015). Three case studies are then
shared that provide researched-based evidential connections between academic achievement and
differentiation. The first comes from Central Elementary School, a school that committed to an
eight-year implementation plan that resulted in incredible academic achievement gains for all
students (Beecher & Sweeney, 2008). The second case study comes from Falk Elementary
School, one that took a three-year implementation plan to create more inclusive academic spaces
for all students, which resulted in measurable academic success (Causton-Theoharris &
Theoharris, 2008). The third case study comes from North Topsail Elementary School, which
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committed to a five-year implementation plan to create more inclusive academic spaces for
students and was found to have profound influences on academic achievement for all students
(Lewis & Batts, 2005). These case studies were included to show real-life examples of the
research and influence of differentiation on academic achievement.
Classroom management comes with assumptions around what it might look like and the
nuances of different teacher expectations and preferences. For this reason, a common definition
of classroom management was included and is as follows: how the classroom feels for students
and their comfort with being a part of the space. Sananhuja et al. (2020) emphasize the
importance of creating a positive classroom community, one where students feel accepted and
valued. This does not happen organically and will require intentional teacher planning and
preparation, requiring extensive time and attention in order to attain this type of community
(Woodcock & Reupert, 2017). Without consistent and effective classroom management, there is
a chance for loss of instructional time within the academic time, resulting in a loss of learning
(Kolpek, 2018). Classroom management may be a challenging component to measure, often
requiring an outside perspective to recognize areas for growth and improvement. Kolpek (2018)
took a principal survey looking at the classroom management styles of beginning teachers and
found that classroom management is a challenging yet vital component for beginning teachers.
All of these pieces encompass the influence of differentiation on classroom management.
There are significant barriers when it comes to effective implementation of differentiated
instruction, and they would need to be addressed if a positive outcome were desired. When it
comes to the barriers of differentiation and what may be standing in the way, there are five
common themes that were found in the research. First, the lack of collaborative relationships and
time between colleagues and professionals made inclusive education and differentiation effective
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for adults and students (Lupart et al., 2005; Topley, 2010). A lack of appropriate resources was
also found as a common barrier, meaning that the provided curriculum was not enough to
effectively differentiate (Oswald, 2016; Pegram, 2019). Teachers' attitudes and experiences also
played a large role within the barriers, specifically in instances where teachers defaulted to their
own personal educational experiences in order to replicate them in their classrooms (Braggs,
2012; Berbaum, 2009). These barriers must be considered by the administration when a
school-wide initiative is initiated for differentiated instruction.
Taking the research and information, authentic examples of differentiation in the
classroom are included on slides 21-24. The samples include differentiated content, process, and
products, as well as information about creating a positive learning environment for all students,
amidst their differences. The subsequent slides 25-28 include planning tools that teachers can use
to differentiate instruction for their students as soon as the following day. It is important to
reemphasize that differentiation cannot and should not be mastered in a single day, but is instead
a learning progression. Per recommendations from Berbaum (2009), Braggs (2012), Lupart et al.
(2005), Oswald (2016), Pegram (2019), and Topley (2010), the barriers to differentiation are
included in an infographic on slide 29 that is designed with administrators in mind. This is a tool
that is meant to remind administrators of the common barriers when it comes to differentiation
and what tools they may need to implement in order to effectively support their teachers and,
consequently, their students as well. Following the administrator’s infographic, a resource for
educators is provided with guiding questions around differentiation in four contexts: content,
process, product, and learning environment. The guided questions are such that they create
discourse and reflection for educators in all sectors of our school buildings.
In conclusion, the presentation ends with the same reflection activity as the beginning of
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the presentation, and this is to serve as a personal checkpoint for participants. The hope is that
their confidence in differentiated instruction will have grown and that they feel comfortable
taking their learning back into their classrooms, impacting the students’ engagement, academic
achievement, and the general classroom learning environment (that is guided by the teachers’
classroom management).
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CHAPTER IV: DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSION
Summary
Differentiation is the intentionality behind creating learning experiences that are
accessible and challenging for all students with their unique needs and abilities. Often
differentiation pertains to the content, process, product, or learning environment of a classroom
and can have a widespread impact on student engagement, academic achievement, and classroom
management. However, it is not a seamless, effortless process for schools to implement, and
there are barriers to differentiation that need to be taken into consideration when implementing
differentiation, especially if it is a school-wide implementation. This project addressed the
question: what is the influence of differentiation on student engagement, academic achievement
and classroom management while combating the common barriers of implementation?
Differentiation and Student Engagement
Educators have increasingly challenging jobs, keeping up with the fast-paced, digitized
world. However, it is evident that students must be engaged in their learning in order to make
academic progress. Student engagement has been shown to have positive effects on achievement,
especially when differentiation is implemented (Altintas & Ozdemir, 2015; Berbaum, 2009;
Braggs 2012; Hudson, 2018; Powers, 2008; Schnitzer et al. 2020; Williams, 2017).
Differentiation positively influences gifted and talented students (Altintas & Ozdemir, 2015;
Powers, 2008), special education students (Hudson, 2018; Williams, 2017) and general education
students (Altinatas & Ozdemir, 2015). Student engagement was different from among
classrooms, but was evaluated through teacher observations, student interviews, classroom
observations, and questionnaires. Throughout questionnaires and observations, differentiation
was shown to have a powerful positive influence on student engagement, thus improving
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academic achievement as well. Without student engagement, learning cannot effectively take
place and with a vast array of needs and abilities in a classroom, it is vital to differentiate
instruction to meet students needs. Throughout the research, it was found that differentiated
instruction can be a key, sustainable, influential piece of that puzzle (Altintas & Ozdemir, 2015;
Berbaum, 2009; Braggs 2012; Hudson, 2018; Powers, 2008; Schnitzer et al. 2020; Williams,
2017).
Differentiation and Academic Achievement
Academic achievement refers to the student's progress through the academic standards
and expectations. This can be measured through formal standardized tests, formative
assessments, and teacher anecdotal evidence. After the No Child Left Behind Act in 2001,
teachers are expected to ensure all students are making adequate progress throughout their
academic career (Powers, 2008). In partnership with differentiation, academic achievement may
look like an opportunity to deepen knowledge around a topic through a project rich with student
voice and choice (Powers, 2008). However, lasting academic progress takes significant time to
achieve and requires participation from all stakeholders: parents, students, teachers, and
administration, as Beecher and Sweeney (2008) displayed throughout their research. While the
differentiation process took a significant amount of time, it definitely paid off in benefits in the
end. After eight years of implementing differentiation, all subgroups of students showed
academic progress as measured by standardized tests (Beecher & Sweeney, 2008). The same was
found in a Wisconsin school where all stakeholders participated in differentiation and after a
three year implementation period, all racial subgroups showed academic progress on the
standardized reading assessment (Causton-Theoharris & Theoharris, 2008). In North Carolina,
Topsail Elementary School saw 94.8% of their student population show proficiency on the state
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required assessment after implementing differentiation in all classrooms (Lewis & Batts, 2005).
While there is not a single formula for implementing differentiation, it is evident that
differentiation has a positive influence on academic achievement. The components of
differentiation in these academic settings varied, but the principle of differentiation remained
among the classrooms. These few schools show evidence of differentiation positively influencing
academic achievement for all subgroups of students and across ability levels as well.
Differentiation and Classroom Management
Classroom management looks different for different teachers, regardless of the individual
teachers’ expectations, and it is evident that classroom management has a role to play in student
engagement and academic achievement. One of the main components of differentiation includes
the learning environment for students, how it is constructed, and how students function within
the structure of the classroom. When students feel more comfortable within a classroom space,
they are more likely to take academic risks that ultimately lead to their academic success and
progress. For these reasons, classroom management and the learning environment are
foundational to a student's success. Incorporating differentiation into the space allows students to
feel comfortable at a level that is accessible to them. Differentiation was found to lead to more
positive and productive collaboration among students that ultimately influenced the classroom
environment and the overall classroom management (Altintas & Ozdemir, 2015). As classrooms
become more inclusive, it is also imperative that there is a strong sense of classroom community
and that was proven with Sananhuja et al. (2020) study in a Spanish-speaking context. All of
these pieces require teacher expertise and finesse to cultivate this classroom community. This
looks different from classroom to classroom, but is a foundational component to classroom
management around the world. In a global study, Woodcock and Reupert (2017) found classroom
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management to be a unique and important component of a classroom’s success. Kolpek (2018)
went as far as to state that effective classroom management supports students' abilities to learn
by allowing adequate time for learning. Differentiated instruction has a key role to play in the
development of classroom management as it requires educators to know and understand each
students’ needs, abilities, and strengths. It requires teachers to be aware of the student population
that they serve and integrate their needs into the space.
Barriers to Differentiated Instruction
While differentiation has a positive influence on student engagement, academic
achievement, and classroom management, it does not come with an ‘easy’ button or a
one-size-fits-all formula. A few of the major barriers to differentiation include a lack of planning
time, unclear expectations, and teachers’ attitudes towards a shift in instruction (Bernbaum,
2009; Braggs, 2012; Campbell, 2017; Causton-Theoharris & Theoharris, 2008; Lupart et al.,
2005; Oswald, 2016; Pegram, 2019; Topley, 2010). The lack of planning and collaboration time
pertains to the professional stakeholders involved in the student experience: general education
teachers, special education teachers, and English as a second language teachers, among others.
School days are packed with student contact time, and there may not be adequate time to
collaborate and co-plan with other educators to ensure that all students’ needs are being met.
This also pertains to general education teachers and the perceived amount of time it may take to
differentiate instruction for all student ability levels. This ties into the lack of clear expectations
from administrators or district level personnel in regard to what differentiated instruction should
truly look like. When it comes to individual classrooms and their implementation of
differentiated instruction, the responsibility falls on the main educator in the space and if they are
uninterested or ill equipped to carry out differentiated instruction, it will not be effective.
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Professional Application
Following the literature review and creation of the application project, a few professional
applications are suggested. It is evident that differentiation has a positive influence on student
engagement, academic achievement and classroom management. While each of these subtopics
are interwoven and interdependent, they all have the potential to be positively influenced by
differentiation. However, differentiation is not an efficient practice at first, it requires time and
expertise to implement. This leads into the common barriers for differentiation, specifically the
lack of collaborative planning, lack of consistent expectations for implementation and lack of
meaningful resources to effectively differentiate for a given group of students. The application
project provides teachers with resources that could be used in their instructional planning
immediately - making the knowledge accessible and applicable to the given group of educators.
This information has immediate and lasting applications for professional settings as educators.
Limitations of the Research
While the research on differentiation is exhaustive, it was not all included for the sake of
this project, which were limitations of this research. The research for this project was located on
a single database, ERIC, and was found using specific key words. The research was limited to
students no earlier than 1998, with the most recent being published in 2020. Keywords for the
research included: differentiation, differentiated instruction, Tomlinson, student engagement,
academic achievement, academic success, and classroom management. When researching,
differentiation articles around other aspects of differentiation (gender differentiation,
specifically) were not included. This researcher did not dive into the complexities of
differentiation in other contexts and instead focused on academic differentiation. Initially the
research was limited in the area of classroom management and student engagement because there
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is no singular way to assess and therefore compare data between classrooms. It became apparent
that classroom management and student engagement were somewhat subjective, requiring
cultural nuances to be taken into consideration as well. This made research for these areas a bit
more challenging and required deeper research into cultural nuances and expectations. The
research was present, but not as readily available or accessible. The researcher also assumed that
differentiation would be limited to the five dimensions of differentiation: content, instructional
strategies, the classroom environment, the products, and the teacher (Reis & Renzulli, 2018), but
found that it far extended beyond those areas. Research has limitations and while there were
obstacles to overcome, information was learned and synthesized within this project.
Implications for Future Research
Taking this research a step further, it would be important to explore the connections
between student engagement, academic achievement, and classroom management before
bringing those connections to the comparison with differentiated instruction. By exploring the
interconnectedness of these areas of education and finding strategies to improve each area, the
overall classroom environment may be strengthened.
As this research is applicable for all classrooms across the globe, there are implications
for this research world-wide. Classrooms around the world are not exempt from challenges,
complications, and student needs. While every country’s education system is different, yet
differentiation has transcended cultural boundaries (Woodcock & Reupert, 2017). This
transcends down to schools in the United States, including those in the researcher’s home state of
Minnesota and its local schools. This is also applicable to classrooms ranging in age from
preschool to high school graduates. All students deserve access to their learning in a way that
uniquely meets their needs.

45

Conclusion
Differentiated instruction has a positive influence on student engagement, academic
achievement, and classroom management. This is evident in the studies presented above and in
classrooms across the globe. While there is much to learn about differentiated instruction, much
has been learned already and will continue to be learned and shared. Differentiation has a
positive influence on student engagement, academic achievement, and classroom management
amidst the barriers that are frequently in place. While differentiation is a challenging concept to
master, it is of utmost importance and is worth the time and effort that it requires.
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Appendix A: Presentation Slides

This slide would be presented as individuals file into the meeting space…
Welcome to our session on differentiation - I look forward to sharing my findings with you and
learning together!
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Good Morning,
I am Elise Erlandson, a current 4th grade teacher at Pinewood Elementary School in the Mounds
View School district. For a quick backstory, this presentation was created as a component of a
Graduate Program through Bethel University - a MA K-12 program with a concentration in
Special Education. Throughout my teaching career, I have been challenged to meet the needs of
diverse learners and recognized it as an opportunity for growth. I started my teaching career
abroad in Colombia, South America teaching at a bilingual school as a part of the local coal
mine. All of my students were native Spanish speakers and our classes were capped at 13
students. Special Education was virtually non-existent. Then, I moved back to Minnesota and
taught at a public charter school in the northern metro where special education needs were
prevalent. During one of my years of teaching, 13 of my 26 students qualified for special
education services. Finally, I made the move to Pinewood Elementary School and have been
honored to continue building my experience with diverse learners - both English Language
Learners and students who qualify for Special Education students.
This presentation dives into recent research around differentiation and its influence on student
engagement, academic achievement and classroom management. As a part of the research, we
will also explore common barriers to the implementation of differentiation before reflecting on
our own practices.
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Differentiation is a potential solution to some of the challenges that are faced in classrooms
today. While it may not be the perfect, quick solution to fix all of the issues, it can be used as a
tool to support our students and their learning progression.
Let’s jump into our learning today! We’ll start with a quick grounding activity.
What are your feelings about differentiation?
Go ahead and use your fingers to show which image best describes your feelings towards
differentiation and implementing it into your classroom.
The first image represents uncertainty in the form of shrugging. The second image represents
excitement in the form of an ecstatic young girl. The third image represents confidence through a
bold dance. The fourth image represents dread in the form of a disappointed cartoon character.
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Here is our roadmap for today - my hope is for you to have a renewed understanding of
differentiation and the influence it can have on multiple components of your classroom. I will
also identify a number of the common barriers to differentiation and the importance of
recognizing a few of the obstacles we will face. For administrators, this piece will be key to any
school’s implementation or refreshment on differentiation. Finally, we will discuss what to do
next and how you can take today’s learning back into your classroom tomorrow.
We will start with a brief discussion on the foundation of differentiation, then expand to its
influence on student engagement, academic achievement, classroom management and then
finishing with the barriers we may encounter.
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It is important to note that the research I am sharing today comes from schools all across the
globe. We will hear research findings from The United States, England, Germany, Australia and
more!
There is a comfort in knowing that differentiation is a tool that can be used across cultural
contexts and norms, expanding into classrooms of all ages and backgrounds! We will dive into a
few of the studies that took place abroad and have the opportunity to learn from their approaches
to differentiation.
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We will start with a common foundation of differentiation and the categories of differentiation in
a classroom setting. This will serve as a foundation for our discussions today.
Differentiation is the idea that all students can access learning opportunities in their classroom at
a level or difficulty accessible to them. This requires deeply knowing and understanding our
students.
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Differentiation tends to be divided into 4 categories: content, process, product and learning
environment.
Content pertains to the information that is being taught in the classroom. This may look like state
standards, curriculum or information for a specific subject area.
Process refers to how the learning is being processed and how students are interacting with the
content. This might look like students receiving information in a lecture-format, reading texts,
completing projects or more.
Product is the showcase of the students' learning whether that is a traditional assessment,
classroom participation, academic engagement, worksheets, discussions or more.
The learning environment pertains to how the student feels within the space. This is directly
connected to the classroom community that has been established and how a student functions
within your space. This can be as simple as access to materials or as complex as a students’
willingness to take an academic risk and share an idea or make a mistake.
Each of these components makes up differentiation. It’s a complex concept and is one that is
mastered gradually. This time to give yourself permission to take a bit sized piece from today
instead of attempting to grasp all of the concepts.
My goal for our time together is to share recent research with you about the powerful influence
of differentiation and then give you a tool that can be used tomorrow in your classrooms!
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When I started teaching, I knew that I needed to differentiate for my students, but truthfully had
no idea how to do that without working into the wee hours of the night and feeling burned out
before the calendar switched to October. Over the years, I gained small nuggets of knowledge
around differentiation and it wasn’t until I came to Pinewood and taught alongside Jenika Goede
that I really grasped what differentiation can and should look like. With her introduction of
mild/spicy options for academic practice, my grasp on differentiation soared and really bloomed.
When I decided on a topic to research for my master's thesis, I wanted an opportunity to unite my
passions of general education, special education and linguistically-diverse students. I wanted a
chance to put together the influence of differentiation with different facets of my classroom. I
have personally seen the influence and benefit of differentiation, but could only imagine the
impact that it may have in classrooms around the world.
As I reflected on my interactions with differentiation, I was curious about its influence on student
engagement, academic achievement and classroom management. While these facets of our
classrooms are unique, it’s important to note that they are all interconnected. With additional
time, the interconnectedness of these components would be one to research deeper into.
We will start with differentiation and its influence on student engagement in the classroom.
For the purpose of this study, engagement is defined as a student's willingness to participate in
classroom activities and their interaction with the learning opportunities presented by instructors,
peers or themselves. It can also be defined as the student’s energy that is spent within the
classroom.
Student engagement can be measured in a variety of ways, such as the number of times students
are raising their hands to participate in a class discussion, the amount of student discourse that
takes place during an activity or anecdotal teacher observations. It is important to note that these
are only a few suggestions of what student engagement may look like in the classroom and it is
not only concrete, predictable actions such as raising hands or orally participating in class
discourse.
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In our day and age, it is important for us to recognize the unique student needs that are present in
our classrooms. Since the No Child Left Behind Act was passed in 2001, there has been a
stronger push for inclusive education. This requires general education teachers to have a better
understanding of all of the needs their students face - whether that is a medically-diagnosed
challenge or a linguistic deficiency, their needs have to be recognized and addressed in order to
provide each student with the best education possible.
What does student engagement look like for you? What are the indicators that students are
engaged in their learning for your content area? Reflecting on this piece as an educator will help
guide your next steps in differentiating for your students.
Take a moment to reflect - what does this look like to you? Then share with your table, I will
give you a minute to share.
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Engagement looks different for different teachers and different learning contexts. Engagement
for a kindergarten teacher in a Math mini-lesson looks different than a middle school PE teacher
in the middle of a unit on soccer. It is important for educators to determine what they expect for
engagement from their students and identify any barriers to that engagement.
I would argue that incorporating differentiation is an important place to start. This is supported
by the research that was found around this topic. Schnitzler et al, Powers, Hudson, William, and
Berbaum are a few of the researchers who support this idea. They also share tangible strategies
to implement differentiation in a classroom space.
When beginning a journey through differentiation, it is imperative that a teacher knows their
students - their strengths, their quirks, and how they best learn. As educators, we cannot make
plans to increase engagement if we do not first understand our students. One year, our classroom
may be filled with highly-competitive students and the next year could be the opposite! This may
be some of the thrill of teaching, but it is an imperative first step in differentiating for our
students.
Once we understand our students and how they successfully interact with our content, it is
important to determine how we are going to measure their engagement and what we might do if
they are not engaging. Are you measuring engagement through participating in classroom
activities? Are you counting the number of students who raise their hands throughout a class
period?
Educators also need to recognize the unique student needs that are present in their classrooms do they have students with special needs? Students who are new to the country? Students who
are uncomfortable with participating in classroom discussions? How are you going to engage
students from these categories? Hudson (2018) a teacher researcher from a small rural middle
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school taught ten students in a seventh grade literacy class. All 10 students had a specific
learning disability and literacy was proving to be a challenge for them - both in the pullout and
mainstream classrooms. Hudson decided to dive into the research. She completed classroom
observations, dove into student engagement and made some serious changes. During classroom
observations in an inclusive mainstream classroom, engagement looked like students’ eyes on
the text, questioning throughout the class, and participating in classroom discussions. Lack of
engagement was tracked and counted when students' books were closed, students were on the
wrong page of the text, students were talking to peers, students were not participating in the
classroom discussions, and/or playing with other objects. Observations were completed and
tracked before and during the intervention period. In Hudson’s academic enrichment course, the
ten students were in the same classroom, a Special Education pull-out classroom. This class was
in addition to the literacy mainstream inclusion classroom. In the academic enrichment
classroom, Hudson focused on providing differentiated options for independent work time,
student seating and self-selected reading materials. During independent work time, students had
a choice in which activities they would like to complete, with specific assignments being due
within an appropriate time frame. Students were also given a variety of seating options in the
classroom including wobble seats and comfy chairs among others. During small group
instruction, students were self-selecting the instructional books instead of a teacher-selected,
reading level appropriate text. This meant that students were reading with peers that were not at
the same guided reading level as themselves, but instead were interested in the book they were
reading. During the pre-study observation, Hudson (2018) observed 45 instances of
disengagement from her ten students within thirty minutes of class. At the first observation
mid-study, the number of disengagement instances dropped by 16 instances. At the second
observation mid-study, the number of disengagement instances dropped by an additional 17
instances. At the third observation mid-study, the number of disengagement instances dropped an
additional five times. At the end of the study, only four instances of disengagement were
observed in the 30 minute period. Hudson (2018) showed that differentiation with student choice
and interest benefits student engagement in a seventh-grade classroom. Additionally students’
academic achievement improved as well. Using the MAP scores, the ten students grew a
combined total of 98 points, which is .0 to 2 grade levels of growth for eight of the ten students.
As for the Fountas and Pinnell assessments, all ten students made progress. Hudson (2018)
connected differentiation to student engagement and also found it to benefit academic
achievement.
Hudson provides just one story of how differentiation is a powerful tool for student engagement!
Williams (2017) researched how a single charter school uses differentiation to promote student
engagement among students with learning disabilities. Through a principal referral process, 18
teachers in grades kindergarten through eighth grade were interviewed, inquiring about
differentiation strategies that are used in their classrooms. Of the 18 teachers interviewed, five
teachers agreed to a classroom observation as well. These teachers taught kindergarten, fourth,
fifth, seventh, and eighth grade. These interviews were semi-structured, transcribed, and
analyzed to find common themes, looking specifically at differentiation and student engagement.
When reflecting on tools for student engagement, 78% of the interviewed teachers shared that
differentiation is the most effective strategy for engagement (Williams, 2017). Differentiation
was followed by small groups/partners with 67%, offering student choice with 67%, using
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technology with 67%, and tracking student progress with 50%. Williams (2017) bridged the
connection between differentiation that leads to student engagement, which connected to
academic achievement for students: “in order for students to achieve, the students must be
engaged in what is being taught” (p. 8).
Differentiation and student engagement give way to a powerful tool for educators.
However, it is important to note that teachers' attitudes towards differentiation are pivotal in the
implementation of differentiation and its connection to student engagement. If an educator is
doing ‘differentiation’ simply because they have to or are obligated to, their attitudes may not
reflect a positive experience and that translates to the students.
When looking at how to implement differentiation in your classroom, it is important to reflect on
your ‘why’ and your purpose.
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When it comes to differentiation and its influence on academic performance, there are a few
drastic case studies that I will share with you.
For the purpose of this research, academic achievement pertained to students’ progression
through the learning standards that are required of them.
Academic achievement can be measured with standardized tests, curriculum assessments, or
informal teacher observations and notes.
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As I mentioned earlier, the No Child Left Behind Act of 2001 placed a heavy emphasis on
inclusive education and ensuring that all students are making adequate yearly progress. With the
No Child Left Behind Act in 2001, educators were urged to follow a standards-based structure to
ensure that all the standards are being taught. Powers focused on what this means for gifted and
talented students and how differentiation can be used to engage and challenge students.
Throughout their research, they found that three components are necessary for a positive
differentiation program: opportunity for choice, an analysis of a relevant contemporary issue
with more depth, and to be challenged beyond regular coursework. The study showed that
students’ acquired additional information, gave them a broader worldview, and provided
awareness of an issue within a historical setting. These students had an opportunity to learn
beyond the required coursework and engage in a differentiated project that supported their
academic achievement. It is important to note that this specific study showed how powerful
student engagement and academic achievement can be when differentiation is present.
Now, differentiation is not only impactful for gifted and talented students. Altintas and Ozdemir
reported that when differentiated instruction occurred, there were higher levels of activity,
effectiveness, and academic skills and their study focused on both gifted and non-gifted students.
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Another example of differentiation and academic achievement can be found at Central
Elementary School in the West Hartford Public Schools system. This elementary school
recognized that they had a significant academic achievement gap among different student groups
in their elementary school and committed to an eight-year plan to diminish the gap. This plan
required all stakeholders to be a part of the process: teachers, administrators, parents, and
students. Over the course of eight years, teachers participated in professional development
around differentiation, staff meetings, and parent-input meetings in order to broadly implement
gifted and talented instructional strategies for all students and to immerse students in global
cultures through a social-studies based curriculum. Educators used multiple tools, including a
differentiation lesson plan matrix and an enrichment triad model to ensure effective academic
differentiation for all students. The changes could be seen during the traditional school day, in all
classrooms, and also through an original afterschool program called “Enrichment Clusters” that
offered an enriched learning environment for students. These after school programs were created
around student interests and academic needs and would take place over three separate eight-week
sessions. These courses were designed to actively engage students in their interests while also
supporting their academic growth. It is important to note here again the nuance of student
engagement through student interests and how that ties into their academic achievement. On
average, 200 students participated in these courses during each of the three sessions, which is
evidence towards the effectiveness and excitement around these after school courses. Through
the hard work of Central Elementary School, an analysis of the state tests between 1997 and
2004 showed improvement in all subject areas and in all levels of proficiency. All groups of
students made progress in reading, writing, and math state assessments and the achievement gaps
reduced from 62% to 10%. Another data point to further support the findings is the number of
students who qualified for free and reduced lunch and were enrolled in remedial services went
from 28% to 4%. Central Elementary School in West Hartford Public Schools showed the power
of differentiation in academic achievement for all students.
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At Falk Elementary in Madison, Wisconsin, Theoharris, the principal of the 500-student school
showed that academic achievement gaps were ever present in their student population. In order
to better understand the areas for improvement, the academic achievement was investigated for
all students following policies, procedures, curricula, and instruction before implementing an
inclusion model for all academic instruction. With the implementation of differentiated
instruction through an inclusion model, there were no longer Special Education resource rooms,
Special Education self-contained classrooms, or students being sent to another school to receive
appropriate instruction. Over a three year period of implementation, the percentage of students
participating in taking the state reading test rose from 78% to 98%. Not only did the number of
students participating in the standardized test rise, but also the percentage of proficient students
rose from 50% to 86%, which includes all students, including those with special needs and
English language learners. When the data was further analyzed, all racial subgroups saw
improvements on the standardized Reading test: African American students rose from 33% to
78% proficient, Asian students from 47% to 100%, Hispanic students from 18% to 100%
proficient, Special Education students from 13% to 60% proficient, English Language Learners
from 17% to 100% proficient, and students participating in the free and reduced lunch program
rose from 40% to 78% proficient. The implementation of differentiated instruction in an
inclusion model proved to be effective in the aspect of academic achievement for the students at
Falk Elementary School when measured by the standardized reading test.
These scores were achieved through thorough and extensive co-planning and co-teaching
between all educators including general education, special education, specials, and English as a
Second Language teachers. While the researchers recognize that this isn’t a one-size-fits-all
solution and it does not happen automatically, they saw firsthand the impact of powerful
collaboration and co-teaching, along with its benefits for all students.
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I was stunned by this research and honestly did not think it could possibly be true. Through
further investigation, it was shared that the school did not change the number of full-time staff
employed or professional educators. Instead staff were reallocated to support students in the
general education setting.

66

When North Topsail Elementary School, a Title 1 school in Pender County North Carolina
learned that their students were only 79% academically proficient on the state-required
assessments, the administration knew something needed to change. The year was 1998 and
administrators learned that the majority of teachers only used whole group instruction that
catered to the average students’ needs. Through differentiated instruction, teachers adjusted their
content, process and products in the classrooms. For example, when a fifth grade teacher was
teaching about the theme of a story, students were given appropriately-leveled texts to practice
and master the skill. Other examples of differentiated instruction included flexible grouping,
learning centers, adjusting academic discourse, thematic units, tiered assignments, compacting
curriculum, independent study assignments, and independent contracts between the teacher and
student. The implementation of differentiation was not mandated among the educators, instead
the administration intentionally set-up learning opportunities around differentiated instruction
including professional development sessions, paid summer experiences and teacher-selected
learning opportunities. Through these experiences, teachers began implementing what they were
learning, leading to a school-wide acceptance of differentiated instruction. Teachers recognized
the importance of rich, informative assessments that drive the instruction, marking what is still
needed to teach and what has already been mastered by students. After five years of
implementing differentiated instruction in the school, 94.8% of students were proficient on the
state-required assessments
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Classroom management pertains to how the classroom feels for students and their comfort with
being a part of the space.
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One of the main components of differentiated instruction pertains to the students' learning
environment, how the classroom feels for students and their comfort with being a part of the
space. When students are comfortable in a learning environment, they are more likely to take
academic risks that could end in academic achievement and progression. It has been found
through differentiation research that it gave light to students acquiring positive, cooperative, and
group work skills that encouraged social interaction among students which in turn positively
influenced the learning environment and created a positive classroom management foundation.
Sananhuja and a team of researchers dove into the influence of differentiation and classroom
management in a Spanish-speaking classroom. Over a three-year period, three phrases were
completed to adequately analyze the primary school teachers’ practice of inclusive environments.
Content, process, and product were the main focus of differentiation along with inclusivity.
However the democratic classroom management was an additional piece. The facets of
democratic classroom management included collaborative culture, shared leadership, democratic
participation, and a school linked to environments. Sananhuja found that within inclusive
classrooms, it is vital to develop a classroom community where all individuals feel a sense of
belonging. With this sense of belonging, students become more confident in their abilities within
the classroom. However, this classroom environment does not always happen organically; it may
take teacher expertise to be carried out successfully. This has to start from the beginning of the
school year and commonly requires a few years of experience on the teachers’ end. This may
start even as early as teacher preparation programs.
Teacher preparation programs may look different around the world; however, all teachers need to
decide how they will manage student behaviors within their classrooms. Woodcock and Reupert
explored three teacher education universities from Australia, Canada, and the United Kingdom.
There were a total of 493 pre-service teachers included in the study: 140 Australian pre-service
teachers, 179 Canadian pre-service teachers, and 174 British pre-service teachers. All
participants had completed the general undergraduate degree course, which takes three years,
before participating in the year-long teacher training course. Pre-service teachers were preparing
to teach grades Kindergarten through Year 6, students would be aged 5 to 12. The pre-service
teachers self-reported their practice, confidence, and level of success with classroom
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management. It is important to note that comparisons were made between countries while taking
into account the cultural differences, specifically the differences between individualistic and
collectivist cultures. Data was collected through the Survey of Behaviour Management Practices
(SOBMP), which was developed to assess the frequency, confidence, and success of various
classroom management strategies. Pre-service teachers rated themselves on the SOBMP by using
the Likert scale and five subscale variables were found: preventative strategies, initial corrective
strategies, later corrective strategies, rewards, and differentiation strategies. Overall, all three
cohorts found that prevention-based strategies were the most successful, which has been
supported by research literature as the most effective strategy for promoting positive student
behavior. Woodcock and Reupert also found that using rewards were the least successful, making
it a less common strategy for positive classroom management. While these strategies were
widespread, it is also important to note that building positive student-teacher relationships is an
important component of classroom management. For example, when students are actively
engaged in their learning, showing that the content is accessible to them, classroom management
becomes less of an issue.
In a study of novice teachers and classroom management, Kolpek stated “effective management
prevents problems behavior from occurring, and thus, allows for more time to learn.” Educators
were tasked with instructing a room full of unique students with a variety of needs and abilities.
Ineffective classroom management may lead to a loss of instructional time for a classroom
of students. Teacher preparation programs that emphasize classroom management strategies
produce teachers who are further equipped to handle the challenges of a diverse classroom. In
this particular study, a subgroup of novice teachers in Texas who were prepared through
Educator Preparation Programs and received ratings on the Texas Principal Survey were
analyzed. All participants were required to hold a bachelor's degree, pass two state exams, and be
within their first three years of teaching. Elementary educators were chosen for this study due to
the fact that they typically instruct students before or during their identification process for
diverse needs, as well as the higher likelihood of disruptive behaviors being present in their
classrooms due to the lack of student self-regulation. Data was collected through publicly
available data in the Texas Principal Survey and will focus on three aspects of the data: how
principals rate their novice teachers, whether teacher certification areas matter, and if one teacher
preparation program is better than another. One in five novice teachers were found to have
insufficient preparation and skill in the area of discipline management in the classroom. When
looking at teacher certifications, Special Education educators outscored their general education
peers in all areas, which suggested that Special Education teachers are better prepared for the
diverse needs of students in the elementary classrooms. As for the variety of teacher preparation
programs, the principal survey showed that novice teachers who attended traditional universities
outperformed their alternative route peers, thus supporting the notion that traditional universities
better prepare their students for the education profession While there are examples of high
performing novice teachers, there is also a need for consistent, effective professional
development around differentiated instruction.
This brings us into the barriers to differentiation in our schools. With insufficient teacher
preparation programs, teachers may not be set up for success, especially as they begin their
teaching careers.
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Differentiation is not a one-size fits all approach that is easily and seamlessly implemented. It
takes time, careful planning and adjustments along the way.
This section of my research came through organically throughout my research process. In many
studies, the benefits of differentiation were presented and then a portion of the research gave way
to the barriers of differentiation, the obstacles standing in its way. I felt strongly that this was an
important piece to include in my research and in my presentation to you. Oftentimes it feels as
though there is a new fad in education and it is communicated and presented as though it is
perfect and that it will fix any and all problems we face in our classrooms.
This section outlines some of the barriers to differentiation - this is important for educators as
they work to incorporate differentiation
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A few barriers to effective differentiation include the lack of collaborative time between
stakeholders and teacher attitudes towards differentiation. When it comes to substantial time to
collaborate during a school day it was found that across multiple studies on inclusive education,
teachers felt the lack of time, training, and resources that are required to effectively differentiate
in a common classroom. Another barrier to effective differentiation involves teacher attitudes
towards differentiation and their effectiveness in the area of differentiation - it was found that if
teachers have negative attitudes toward professional development in differentiation, they are
unlikely to implement it. A lack of support from administration may also lead to poor
mainstreaming of differentiation, leaning to a flawed implementation.
It is important to recognize that differentiation is not easily implemented and when
administrators push to implement this practice, it will not come easily. You will need to plan
ahead for some of the barriers and how you are going to overcome them on behalf of your staff.
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After looking into the research, let’s take a peek into differentiation in the upper elementary
setting and a few tools that you can use to reflect on your own practices.
Remember, the goal is to take a bite-sized piece of knowledge back into your classroom
tomorrow, not re-establish every piece of your instruction and classroom environment.
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While I am not an expert in differentiation, I have learned a few strategies over the years. Here is
a peek into my differentiated learning environment.
In the first picture above, you will see a flexible, academically-diverse group of students working
together on a Math assignment. This assignment was completed at the beginning of the year to
model teamwork and what that will look like in our Math classrooms. This sets the stage for
flexible grouping, which is a component of differentiation - ensuring that all students are
receiving the instruction that they need.
In the second picture, you will see two students working side-by-side on a Math activity where
they had choice in a mild/spicy option for a Math mystery picture and then with choice of
continuing to practice their multiplication facts or move onto a new, trickier skill of graphing on
a coordinate plane (a new skill for that particular day).
In the last picture, you will see a project that was completed by a student following our unit on
the Underground Railroad. In order to show his understanding of the quilts used during this time
period, he created his own quilt that is complete with written directions to decipher the code that
is being communicated.
This is evidence of differentiation and its influence on classroom management - I know that
when my students are engaged in their learning, classroom management does not seem to be as
big of a challenge.
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When it comes to differentiating content, I rely on pre-tests, teacher observations and student
practice to create flexible instructional groups to give students the content that they need. This is
most clearly seen in my Math instruction.
This lesson example comes from our multiplication unit. The Minnesota state standard for this is
4.1.1.6 Demonstrate mastery of multiplication and division of basic facts; multiply multi-digit
numbers; solve real-world and mathematical problems using arithmetic.
Outlined above you will see how I took this standard and differentiated my small group
instruction to meet the needs of my students. Now, this was created with my specific group of
students in mind - knowing their strengths and areas for growth. Let’s take a look at each of these
lesson plans.
Including differentiated content into my instructional practices ensures that my students have the
opportunity to reach higher levels of academic achievement. When they are receiving the
instruction that they need, instead of expecting all students to be learning the same content at the
same time, it gives them a chance to really develop their academic skills and understanding.
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During Literacy, my team and I recognized that students needed additional support with their
understanding of Greek and Latin word parts. As a grade level team, we collaborated using a
trade book and created weekly units for the students to learn, study and practice. I recognized
that using whole group instruction for this content was not successful for the majority of my
classroom. I had students that completed all of the notes before I even started and other students
who were unable to take notes independently.
I decided to change the process of learning for my students, giving them a choice in how they
would like to learn the content. I created videos of myself talking through the notes that students
would be able to access independently. This allowed students to rewatch sections they did not
understand or skip through content they are already familiar with. I also added in choice if
students wanted to discuss the content together or got stuck, we could discuss it in person.
I also added differentiation in the note-taking by providing some students with close notes, an
option to cut and glue instead of writing all the notes or completely blank notes that would
require students to fill in all required information. This made the learning accessible to all
students.
Adding in this process of learning and the student choice vastly increased my students'
understanding of the content. Weekly quiz scores increased and student engagement soared, this
is evidence of differentiations influence on student engagement and academic achievement. It
might have also helped that students had the opportunity to use technology to do their learning,
which they were excited about!
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Looking further into differentiation and what it might look like when differentiating a product,
here are two student examples for the culminating project - creating your own quilt that uses
symbols to communicate messages to its onlookers. The assignment was to create a quilt using
provided, commonly used quilt patterns to communicate a secret message to people who were
enslaved towards freedom. This project comes after a multi-day unit, studying the work of
Harriet Tubman and numerous other heroes in their journey towards freedom. Students were
given options in the number of quilt squares they included, if they wanted to create their own
squares and how they were going to communicate the map of their quilt to the readers.
In the first photo, you can see the student chose 6 quilt squares to complete their quilt and then
wrote out the steps in a list fashion. 1…. 2…. 3… etc. This provided a level of understanding,
but was also accessible to the student.
In the second photo, you can see the student created a much larger quilt and included a
self-created quilt square. This student also wrote out their quilt explanations in paragraph form,
including the names of the symbols embedded in the text.
It is important to note that differentiation does not necessarily mean more work for those who
have mastered the content. It may mean different work and work that requires a deeper
understanding of the content. In this situation, the addition of a self-created quilt square required
an understanding of the situation and the messages that may need to be conveyed through the
quilt.
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The following tools are created for you to use with your team in reflecting on daily, weekly or
thematic units of instruction.
It is important to recognize that you may not be able to provide all differentiation types every
single day, but it is important to work to balance the learning opportunities you are providing
your students.

78

This is the same tool that I used in my classroom example - it can be used to modify the depth of
content that is being used in your instruction. This may be best used for small group instructional
groups. This tool could also be used for leveled texts for Literacy lessons as well.
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This tool can be used to think about how you are delivering the instruction for your students. It
would be interesting to poll your students on how they prefer to gather information and then
reflect their opinions in your instructional models moving forward - what information might you
gather?
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When thinking about how your students will present their understanding of their knowledge to
you, what are the different ways students can show you?
Thinking about these categories may give you a groundwork for creating assessments or
products for your students' learning.
How might you allow your student to present their understanding visually? Maybe that is
through a poster or brochure?
How might your student show their understanding in a written form? Maybe they write a
response or complete a written test?
How could a student present their understanding to you orally? Can they share their
understanding during small group instruction or can they use flipgrid to share their learning?
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This is a tool that may be used to reflect on the differentiation you have present in your
classroom and areas where you might want to improve.
Each area of differentiation is given a section with two reflection questions per section. For the
content - the questions you may ask yourself are: what do my students need to learn and how
does the content connect to what I know about my students? These questions give an opportunity
to reflect specifically on the content that is being presented in your classroom.
For the process - these questions may be what are the options my students have to learn the
material and how am I engaging my students in their learning? These questions pertain
specifically to student engagement and their academic progress through the content you have for
them.
For the product of the students' learning, you may ask yourself - how will students learn and
what options the students have to show their understanding? This allows you to reflect on the
variety of products your students may have access to and what you might change if needed.
For the learning environment, this needs to be an ongoing, yearlong reflection as it is a
foundational piece to a classroom: how do your students truly feel in your space and where there
is space for student voice and choice?
This is meant to be used as a springboard for your potential implementation of differentiation if
you see that as a need for your space. This could be displayed in your lesson plan book or near
your desk to serve as a reminder to hear and care for all of our students.
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As we wrap up our session on differentiation - go ahead and show me how you feel about
differentiation and implementation within your classroom space. My hope is that this session was
helpful in your understanding or refreshment of differentiation and the influence it has on your
classroom.
I am looking forward to continuing to learn alongside you!
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Thank you so much for your time - I look forward to collaborating with you in the future!
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